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A REVIEW OF THE IMPACT OF PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT 
DESIGN ON NIGHTCLUB VIOLENCE 
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Abstract: Nightclubs are businesses. Their business is pleasure; however pleasure has its price. People have become increasingly 
concerned about the problems of violence in society but why do higher levels of violence occur in nightclubs despite the established 
patterns of behaviour that dictates how we socialise and act? In response, researchers have focused on identifying social and situational 
factors that may contribute to violence from a government perspective, focusing on a variety of specific issues ranging from financial 
standpoints with effective target marketing strategies to legal obligations of supplying alcohol and abiding regulatory conditions. There is 
little research into specific design properties that can determine design standards to ensure/improve the physical design of nightclub 
environments to reduce patron violence. To address this gap, this current article aims to understand how people experience and respond to 
the physical environment of nightclubs and how these spaces influence their behaviour. The first section of this paper examines the 
background on nightclubs and theories concerning the influence of pleasure. The second section of this paper details the findings of 
existing studies that have examined the nightlife context and the various factors that influence patron violence. The main finding of this 
paper is that although alcohol likely plays a contributing role in aggressive patron behaviour, there is evidence that the relationship is 
moderated by a number of significant factors relating to the characteristics of the drinking environment such as: physical comfort; the 
degree of overall ‗permissiveness‘ in the establishment; crowding; and physical environmental elements most influenced by day-to-day 
management practices such as lighting, ventilation, cleanliness and seating arrangements. The findings from this paper have been used to 
develop a framework to guide exploratory research on how specific elements of the physical environment of nightclubs have an impact on 
elevated patron aggression and assault (Koleczko & Garcia Hansen, 2011). 
Keywords: Nightclub Violence, Bar/Nightclub Design, Environmental Psychology, User Behaviour, Compliance 
1 INTRODUCTION 
Nightclubs are a part of an intensely competitive industry in 
Australia that generates over a billion dollars in revenue annually 
(The New South Wales Joint Working Group for Smoke-Free 
Licensed Premises, 2004), however, the industry faces a challenge 
that is multi-faceted: patron safety. The Australian Government has 
launched multiple drinking campaigns that are a part of a AU$53m 
initiative (Cooper, 2008) aimed to reduce alcohol related injuries. 
Being ubiquitous, conflict is inevitable. ―In any given dispute, 
other outcomes are possible‖ (Parker & Barsalou, 2007, p. 59). 
Then why do higher levels of violence occur in nightclubs despite 
the established patterns of behaviour that dictates how we socialise 
and act? In response, researchers have focused on identifying 
social and situational factors that may contribute to violence within 
licensed venues, with the emphasis being on patrons, management 
and environmental variables. The designer‘s role in shaping venue 
layouts and other factors that contribute to the final design have 
been relatively disregarded. In particular, accounts of how 
designers address the environmental and situational factors within 
the physical environment that contribute to violence within 
licensed venues is absent from the research literature. To address 
this gap, this current article aims to explore how people experience 
and respond to the physical environment of nightclubs and how 
these spaces influence their behaviour. 
2 ALCOHOL AND HEDONISM IN CONTEXT 
In Australia, Homel, Carvolth, Hauritz, McIlwain and Teague 
(2004) formulated over a 10-year span a community action model 
for responsive regulation to reduce violence in licensed venues, 
however this line of study was from a government perspective 
focusing on a variety of specific issues ranging from financial 
standpoints with effective target marketing strategies to legal 
obligations of supplying alcohol and abiding regulatory conditions 
(Green & Plant, 2006). There is little research into the physical 
environment of nightclubs to determine what specific design 
properties influence patron violence, as licensed premises have 
been generally studied from a purely ethnographic or alcohol-
studies perspective (Homel & Clark, 1994). 
2.1 Background on Nightclubs 
Consumption is central to the leisure space experience. Leisure is 
central to the construction of space, contextualised by the 
contemporary socio-cultural milieu within society. In this fashion, 
leisure represents a potential ‗controlled loss of control‘ (Measham, 
2004) in a culture of control and surveillance, mediated by 
structural constraints. Nightclubs are specific social spaces in 
which structural constraints such as gender, socio-economic class, 
ethnicity, and sexual orientation intersect in opposing ways from 
traditional licensed leisure venues such as pubs and bars (Szmigin 
et al., 2008). Whilst pubs remain traditionally socially structured, 
nightclubs slowly have radically reformulated leisure space, made 
evident in the urban nighttimes economy. The counter balance to 
the stress, control and performance of our work lives, is the distinct 
physical, social and psychological space we determine to facilitate 
a ‗controlled loss of control‘ in leisure time and in the consumption 
of alcohol. A range of legal, prescriptive and illicit drugs may also 
be used to medicate for the problems and maximise the pleasures in 
an increasingly demanding world (Szmigin et al., 2008). The 
‗controlled loss of control‘ is calculated hedonistic consumption that 
aims to achieve a desired, structured and controllable altered state of 
intoxication, by behavioural or pharmacological intervention 
(Measham, 2004). Such planned hedonistic and excessive 
consumption is evident in ‗binge drinking‘ and recreational drug use 
(Szmigin et al., 2008). These are possible connections between the 
changing nature of physical and social leisure space. In a world of 
risk management, within a society of deviating views of 
moderation and excess, the pursuit of the ‗controlled loss of 
control‘ is an increasingly desired aspect of the leisure experience. 
pp. 8-12 
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The post-modern consumption of ‗fun‘ services within the leisure 
sector of the urban entertainment economy, has led to 
entertainment being one of the hottest sectors in real estate circles, 
‗the Las Vegasiation of the city downtowns‘, development of new 
urban ‗landscapes of consumption‘ (Hollands & Chatterton, 2003). 
The contradictions and complexities in the regulation of leisure 
space are evident in the proliferation of licensed leisure venues 
which have facilitated increased sessional consumption of alcohol 
and recreational drugs associated with pleasure and the escape 
from daily pressures, enforcing a culture of intoxication and 
bounded hedonistic consumption (Szmigin et al., 2008). 
In experience economy, clubs have become destinations where the 
modern-day flâner can play out his or her public identity. 
Transcending their original function of refreshment stop, they have 
become places of hedonistic display. Designed clubs are theatrical 
spaces that encourage consumption and performance; they are 
about leaving reality behind and escaping into an exciting new 
realm, full of promise (Ryder, 2005). 
2.2 Pleasure 
2.2.1 Basic Biological Drivers 
‗Pleasure is a primary motivator, we do things that feel good, and if 
something feels good, we do it again‘ (Katz, 2009). Pleasure can be 
described as the broad class of mental states that humans and other 
animals experience as positive, enjoyable, or otherwise to be 
sought out. The pleasure principle, a psychoanalytic concept, 
originated by Sigmund Freud states that pleasure as a positive 
feedback mechanism, motivates the organism to recreate in the 
future the situation, which it had just found pleasurable, an aspect 
which nightclubs need to recreate consistently night after night to 
ensure patron pleasure (Ryder, 2005). Many pleasurable 
experiences are associated with satisfying basic biological drivers 
including sexuality, social experiences and social drivers, and the 
appreciation of cultural artefacts such as music (Katz, 2009). 
2.2.2 Commercial Exploits of Pleasure 
Development of socially sanctioned and commercially exploited 
leisure spaces represents not only a site for the pursuit of pleasure 
in the late modern consumer society, but also an expression and 
reflection of the structural constraints within that society. The 
commercial development of nightclubs evolved out of the 
increasing popularity of music halls and gin palaces of the late 
nineteenth century into key social spaces for young adults of the 
twentieth century. Mass social dancing continued in the form of 
discotheques and nightclubs from the mid-1970‘s onwards 
becoming a central part of the weekend for a considerable minority 
of young people for over half a century (Measham, 2004). It is the 
development of these contemporary leisure spaces within the last 
20 years that has provided the bases for an analysis of the 
relationship between pleasure, consumption and spatial design. 
Portrayed as ‗wild zones‘ (Measham, 2004), which dispute the 
conventions of traditional leisure space; nightclubs continue to 
challenge spaces regarding innovations of social interaction and 
patterns of consumption within them. 
3 PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT DESIGN IN 
EXISTING STUDIES 
To date, research that examines the relationship between physical 
environment design of nightclubs and violence is almost non-
existent. Only a handful of studies have addressed that it would be 
reasonable to consider that features of the physical designs of 
nightclubs play a role as implicators in patron violence (Macintyre 
& Homel, 1997). This body of literature fails to investigate the role 
and responsibility of physical environment design in ensuring that 
the venue is designed to ensure safety, create ambience and visual 
appeal whilst most importantly able to operate at peak efficiency; 
anything less potentially reduces revenue and service. From a 
management point of view there must be a compromise between 
operational and design priorities as the configuration of the 
physical design must allow for unrestricted views of the guests and 
should permit them to move freely (Plotkin, 2005). Yet the 
popularity of pubs and clubs as leisure and social settings draws 
attention to the importance of context in alcohol consumption. 
Finney (2004) reported that aspects of the immediate context such 
as venues and their physical and social environment are relevant to 
the likelihood of violence. Homel et al. (2004) support this 
argument by stating that nightclub environments that contain 
certain ‗irritating‘ physical attributes may increase arousal and 
anxiety and, in turn, increase the likelihood of people becoming 
aggressive. Leonard, Quigley, & Collins (2003) were able to assess 
the physical aspects of the bar, by asking questions regarding the 
games at the bar, whether there was usually a line to get in, the 
type of music played, the presence of a dance floor, and drink 
prices. In regards to the social atmosphere of the bar, they asked 
question regarding the presence of bouncers, the gender of the bar 
staff, as well as the age and gender mix of patrons. By focusing on 
four factors they had previous identified in an earlier paper 
(Leonard et al., 2003) they were able to differentiate violent bars 
from nonviolent bars through: the presence of bouncers, the 
presence of pool tables, the index of illegal activities, and the 
gender mix of the bar staff. Apart from the lack of detailed studies 
into the basic physical infrastructure, the findings were able to 
illustrate that elements of the physical environment, especially 
those most influenced by day-to-day management practices such as 
lighting, ventilation, cleanliness and seating comfort could be 
changed to reduce patron violence (Homel et al., 2004). 
3.1 Bars and Prevention of Violence 
3.1.1 Nightlife Venue Conditions 
Although violence occurs in a variety of settings, various 
environmental factors of nightlife context have been identified to 
examine why patrons chose particular nightlife venues (Schnitzer 
et al., 2010). By conducting a pan-European cross sectional survey 
the studies demonstrated a strong association between preference 
for particular nightlife venue conditions and involvement in 
nightlife violence. The studies demonstrated that more violent 
individuals prefer more tolerant venues, and tolerant venues 
experience more violence. These findings complemented prior 
studies (Graham et al., 2006; Homel et al., 2004) that identified the 
characteristics of venues that were most likely to be linked with 
patron violence. 
3.1.2 Community-based Interventions: The Queensland Safety 
Action Project 
When Homel et al. (2004) began their line of research over a 
decade ago to observe the ‗total environment‘ that included 
drinking and other kinds of observable factors such as the social 
and physical environment, patron mix and management practices 
by carefully designing community-based interventions that 
distinguished which key observable changes within licenses 
environments were most closely related to patron violence and 
aggression. They achieved this by formulating and piloting The 
Queensland Safety Action Projects that operated as problem-
focused responsive regulatory models that targeted and addressed 
three levels of regulation: supporting improvements in formal state 
regulation; providing a mechanism for community support of the 
formal regulation; and facilitating self- and peer-regulatory 
compliancy such as Code of Practice (Homel, Hauritz, Wortly, 
McIlwain, & Carvolth, 1997). From the collected data their 
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analyses suggests that aspects such as the serving and consumption 
of alcohol, physical comfort, the degree of overall ‗permissiveness‘ 
in the establishment were a small number of factors that might be 
critical to the reductions in the rates of aggression and violence 
(Hauritz, Homel, McIlwain, Burrows, & Townsley, 1998). 
However, they believe changes to the environment and 
management were caused by the interventions, yet whatever caused 
the changes was critical to the reductions in aggression (Homel et 
al., 2004). This lack of detailed investigation leads to question 
whether the physical environment played a significant role in the 
reduction of aggression as these environmental features were not 
considered when analysing data collected from the formulated 
responsive regulatory model. 
3.2 Crowding and Aggression 
Macintyre and Homel (1997) used unobtrusive direct observations 
by patron-observers to study the relationship between crowding 
and patron violence in six Surfers Paradise nightclubs. By 
measuring patron densities, crowding, patron behaviours and 
aggression levels they were able to establish a level of violence that 
the nightclubs could be divided into: high- and low- risk. It was 
found that some venues exhibited higher levels of crowding than 
others for any given level of patron density. In high-risk 
establishments where the more crowded venues tended to be the 
more violent, crowding increased more rapidly with patron density 
than in low-risk venues. Crowding, a design issue, seems to 
develop from the inappropriate pedestrian flow patterns caused by 
poor location of entry and exit doors, dance floors, bars and rest 
rooms (Homel & Clark, 1994). In addition the authors argued that 
architectural guidelines for licensed premises should be produced 
to minimize the risks of unintended contacts leading to aggressive 
incidents and additionally the possible effects of crowding should 
be incorporated into the model used by officials to set patron limits 
of individual venues (Macintyre & Homel, 1997). It has been 
concluded that strategies for reducing patron violence in and 
around licensed venues should examine the design of the 
establishment and the spacing of furniture to reduce crowding 
whilst removing hidden areas so that social control is maintained 
by security staff (Green & Plant, 2006). 
3.3 Alcohol and Aggression 
3.3.1 Existing Studies 
A number of studies have found that various physical features and 
contextual factors in licensed venues are linked with drunkenness 
and aggression (Graham et al., 2004; Graham et al., 2006; Lang, 
Stockwell, Rydon, & Lockwood, 1995; Leonard, Quigley, & 
Collins, 2003). This interest is due in part to the fact licensed 
premises such as nightclubs have been shown to be venues where 
more heavy drinking occasions and more instances of problems 
with drunkenness occur (Lang et al., 1995). 
An association between alcohol consumption and aggression has 
been found in crime statistics (Hauritz et al., 1998) epidemiological 
and survey research (Lang et al., 1995; Leonard, Quigley, & 
Collins, 2003; Wells & Graham, 2003), and across age and cultures 
(Tremblay, Mihic, Graham, & Jelley, 2007). Although alcohol 
likely plays a contributing role in aggressive behaviour, there is 
evidence that the relationship is moderated by a number of factors 
including characteristics of the drinker and the drinking 
environment, such as the degree of overall ‗permissiveness‘ in the 
venue (Graham et al., 2006). Therefore, it is vital to examine the 
link between alcohol consumption and aggression in the 
environment in which it occurs. 
3.3.2 Venue-based Interventions: The Safer Bars Programme  
Previous interventions with licensed premises have focused on 
reducing intoxication among bar patrons by training bartenders and 
servers how to monitor and control customers‘ drinking and by 
encouraging bar owners to develop policies regarding refusal of 
service to intoxicated and underage people. Graham et al. (2004) 
have alternatively introduced the Safer Bars programme, as an 
intervention to reduce alcohol related aggression in bars. As part of 
the intervention, owners/managers completed a risk assessment 
workbook that identified ways of reducing environmental risks by 
highlighting factors such as entering the bar, creating a safe and 
friendly atmosphere, layout, physical comfort and safety, setting 
rules and keeping order, servers and bartenders, security staff, 
minimising problems and closing time. Data were collected in the 
form of pre- and post-intervention observations. Hierarchical linear 
modelling (HLM) was utilised to compare pre - post aggression for 
intervention versus control bars which indicated a significant effect 
of the intervention in reducing severe and moderate aggression. 
Bars/clubs that participated in the programme displayed a decrease 
in physical aggression by patrons whilst control bars demonstrated 
an increase, with the comparison significant or close to significant 
for most measures of patron aggression. Staff aggression increased 
in both the experimental and control conditions during the post 
intervention observations; however, this increase was greater for 
the control bars. The results however suggest generally that the 
effects of Safer Bars are reduced when there is high staff turnover 
of doorstaff and managers. These studies of barroom aggression 
have found that frequency of aggression increases with level of 
intoxication of patrons (Graham et al., 2006) and, conversely, bars 
that are high risk for violence tend to have more intoxicated 
patrons (Lang et al., 1995). 
4 FINDINGS FROM INITIAL RESEARCH  
A number of substantial findings have been made whilst reviewing 
the state of literature of this area. Limitations in existing research 
have provided strong grounding for exploratory research (Part B) 
investigating how specific elements of the physical environment of 
nightclubs have an impact on elevated patron aggression and 
assault. The following list details the findings from the literature 
review: 
 A fundamental assumption of multiple studies found that no 
single factor, not even level of intoxication could alone or directly 
affect the reduction of violence in licensed venues; 
 It was found reasonable to assume that by formulating a 
Safety Action Project (Homel et al., 2004) or a Safer Bars 
programme (Graham et al., 2004) both designed as community-
based interventions, would effectively distinguish which key 
environmental factors should be the focus of responsive models 
that target and address regulation in order to reduce violence. 
However, they only detailed the social and management aspects 
that greatly impacted the prevention of violence; 
 Furthermore, in this line of research (Green & Plant, 2006; 
Macintyre & Homel, 1997) as mentioned above, studies have been 
focused on establishing the relationship between crowding and 
aggression through the observation of patron density and 
behaviour; 
 As well as confirming the need for prevention efforts 
directed toward reducing levels of intoxication of bar patrons it is 
well documented that bars which consistently serve to intoxication 
should receive special attention in terms of preventing aggression 
(Graham et al., 2006; Wells & Graham, 2003) as intoxication plays 
a significant role in severity of aggression (Lang et al., 1995); 
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 On the contrary, while responsible serving may conflict with 
profit and service motives of nightclub owners/managers, the 
prevention of aggression would most likely serve in the best 
interest of bar staff and owner as well as patrons (Graham et al., 
2004). Therefore, environmental changes to reduce patron 
aggression should be a compelling reason for bar owners to 
participate in interventions that do not focus primarily on serving 
less alcohol; 
 Amongst the many studies undertaken to produce probable 
explanations for the cause of violence within licensed venues, all 
have been have been generally studied from a purely ethnographic 
or alcohol-studies perspective (Homel & Clark, 1994); and 
 A limitation of research to date is that there has been 
minimal involvement of the built environment industry and 
architecture professions, with most research conducted from a non-
design point of view. 
These findings have led to the conclusion that no current study 
explores the connection between the physical environment of 
nightclubs and the design process. The association of violence with 
the physical and social environment in licensed premises has been 
summarised by Graham and Homel (2008), however, details were 
limited as findings did not investigate how specific elements of the 
physical environment directly influenced patron violence or how 
the design process affects the final physical layout. 
5 CONCLUSIONS 
This paper discusses the state of literature of this area. The findings 
suggest that the impact the design has on the physical environment 
should be explored as it is significant in gaining an understanding 
on how specific elements of the physical environment of nightclubs 
have an impact on elevated patron aggression and assault.  Further 
investigations are detailed in Koleczko and Garcia Hansen (2011). 
The main finding of this paper is that although alcohol likely plays 
a contributing role in aggressive patron behaviour, there is 
evidence that the relationship is moderated by a number of 
significant factors relating to the characteristics of the drinking 
environment such as: physical comfort; the degree of overall 
‗permissiveness‘ in the establishment; crowding; and physical 
environmental elements most influenced by day-to-day 
management practices such as lighting, ventilation, cleanliness and 
seating arrangements. These findings suggest that further research 
is required as certain aspects of the physical environment of 
nightclubs could be linked to increased patron aggression. 
There are two main sections of this paper: the first examines the 
background on nightclubs and theories concerning the influence of 
pleasure; and the second details the findings of existing studies that 
have examined the nightlife context and the various factors that 
influence patron violence. 
As a conclusion previous studies have not discussed or proceeded 
with investigations into the design process of nightclub 
environments. The accompanying explorative study (Koleczko & 
Garcia Hansen, 2011) alone will illustrate the many factors that 
greatly influence the final design of these venues. 
The explorative research focuses on case studies located within 
Fortitude Valley, Brisbane, a Mecca for party-goers and the busiest 
nightclub district in Queensland. The sampling of case studies 
includes licensed venues that operate primarily as drinking 
establishments during the late evening hours, which serve as 
entertainment venues by young people. Additionally, semi-
structured interviews were conducted to collect detailed qualitative 
data. This study is significant in gaining an understanding on how 
specific elements of the physical environment of nightclubs have 
an impact on elevated patron aggression and assault. Please refer to 
Koleczko and Garcia Hansen (2011) for more information 
regarding the exploratory research. 
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